The introduction of nurses and social workers as an adjunct to genetic services is a relatively recent innovation in the United Kingdom. As a specialist group they are still few in number, widely scattered, and often working in isolation, as the only nonmedical member of the clinical team. In 1980 they formed an Association* which offers a forum for matters of mutual concern. One member has been elected to the council of the Clinical Genetics Society as a non-speciality representative.
In North America the employment of nurses and social workers in genetic units is a much more widespread and long established practice' and since 1969 training has been provided for another nonmedical health worker, the Genetic Associate.2 3 The Working Party on Regional Genetic Services of the Clinical Genetics Society4 indicated that "...genetic services employing nursing staff have found them invaluable..." and went on to discuss the recruitment of suitably experienced nurses and their need for additional training in medical genetics. Recognition was also made of the valuable contribution from experienced social workers, particularly in genetic disorders with considerable social impact.
In the absence of any formal training or preparation for work in genetics and with a variety of backgrounds there are likely to be considerable differences in a person's interpretation and execution of the role. In order to identify similarities and differences, a survey was undertaken in 1986 among members of the Association: an exploratory study by means of a postal questionnaire. Some (table) .
The average number of visits undertaken in a month was 12, the maximum 30. Less than 10 visits were made by 15 respondents, and these included three whose average was one or less per month.
Clearly, the extent of pre-clinic visiting will depend not only upon the attitude of the geneticist in charge of a unit but also upon the size of the catchment area and the resources available.
The need for a pre-clinic interview was established as a joint medical/nursing/social work decision in more than half the cases. Criteria generally adopted in assessing the need were:
Need to compile comprehensive information on pedigree, medical background. 
POST-CLINIC
The average number of post-clinic visits undertaken in a month was six (range 0 to 24). Thirteen undertook less than 10 visits and three undertook none.
Increasing workloads overall were said to account for a reduction in this area of activity. Where possible and appropriate, follow up to the consultation might be accomplished by telephone.
The need for a post-clinic visit was established in the main as a team dicision. The (2) it ensured that they were fully aware of the genetic counselling process for each family and were thus better qualified to reinforce the counselling and offer support; and (3) it offered greater job satisfaction for respondents.
Teaching.
Increasing awareness of the genetic component in many disorders and recent developments in molecular genetics have led to greater demands on genetic units for information. The majority of respondents are called upon to talk about the genetic service and their role in it to colleagues in the health and social services and to lay groups. This is an important public relations exercise for a relatively new service. Eighteen in the sample undertook formal teaching sessions and seminars in pre-and post-registration courses, on study days and in service programmes for qualified staff, in schools, and among handicapped groups and their supporters.
Research
Four-fifths of the group had participated in research projects related to genetics. They had been involved in various stages of the research process and four subjects had undertaken their own projects. While declaring interest in this activity they clearly saw their priority as patient service needs. The view was expressed that they should avoid being used as a 'pair of hands' for others' research which would be detrimental to their role. However, there were suggestions that the group should consider undertaking research which evaluated the supportive aspects of the genetic counselling service and that they might also contribute to publications on the psychosocial aspects of genetic counselling.
Counselling
The nurse or social worker generally gives genetic information only as reinforcement following consultation. She may, in certain circumstances, be delegated specific genetic counselling responsibilities by a geneticist when clients fail to attend, for example, to the extended family where the diagnosis and inheritance pattern of a genetic condition has been clearly established. Twelve persons were delegated authority for primary counselling in this way. Two had specific counselling responsibilities in relation to the preconceptional vitamin study and three were involved specifically with amniocentesis counselling.
Numerous references were made throughout the questionnaires to the extent of their responsibility for supportive (psychotherapeutic) and bereavement counselling of families, a need which Fraser' identifies. "Exploring these feelings may be far more important than providing a statistical estimate of the risk, and somewhere during the counselling process there should be an opportunity to do so, but in practice this aspect of counselling tends to be neglected". The recent application of principles of general management to the health service will require specialist groups to justify the allocation of resources for their work. This survey paves the way for that exercise. It has also helped members of the Association to examine their role and educational needs and to consider ways in which their role might develop in the future. Finally, it contributes towards an awareness of their group identity, separate from, but complementary to, other members of the genetics service.
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